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Abstract  
Calls for 'relevance' in psychological theory and practice have gathered pace since at least the late 1960s when radical soci al 
protests irrupted as every day, frequently international, events. Beginning with a crisis in American and European social 
psychology, sentiments about the social irrelevance of psychology found their way subsequently into the psychological 
communities of the disciplinary hinterlands, including India, the Philippines, Malaysia, Turkey, Latin America and Africa.  
Curiously, however, despite the intransigence of 'relevance' discourse, almost no attempt has been made to theorize its emergence 
in the discipline. This theoretical paper attempts to do just that by acknowledging, inter alia, developments in the sociology of 
science, contract theory (as a metaphorical recasting of the science-society relationship), the Habermasian theory of cognitive 
interests, ideas on disciplinarity, the historical indeterminacy of psychology's subject and the discipline's vexed relationship with 
the phenomenon of rapid social change. The paper concludes that notions about 'relevance', while rooted ostensibly in material 
concerns, are expressed unavoidably in predominantly rhetorical terms, mirroring stubborn controversies between proponents of  
realism and relativism. As far as a professional practice is concerned, in developing contexts where 'relevance'  translated as 
indigenization  guarantees political currency, the implications are potentially salutary but may also intersect with ideological 
configurations.
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1. Introduction  
society  that much is relatively uncontroversial. However, attempts at locating the historical origins of 
presents more contentious issues. Indeed it would be no exaggeration to assert that 
ill-tempered score-settling of the twenties in which Edwin Boring, the 
doyen of pure psychology, squared off against Lewis Terman, the defender of applied psychology. Some decades 
later  by the 1950s down thanks to a zeitgeist whose 
continuously. In the United States, it was public concern  particularly over the Vietnam War and the civil rights 
movement  that forced the discipline into a reflexive rethinking of its apparently socially disinterested modus 
operandi. In Europe, widespread student protests about a host of social issues  totalitarian governance, nuclear 
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proliferation, environmental degradation, gender inequality, homophobia and the like  accomplished similar ends, 
albeit in more thoroughgoing fashion. In the so-
colonialism  the euphoria of independence, the groundswell of anti-Western nationalism, the twin imperatives of 
development and change, popular uprisings against political oppression and more general social contradictions  
subjected the discipline to a degree of scrutiny hitherto 
the Atlantic and made its way into the disciplinary hinterland. How exactly this journey was able to happen remains 
discourse in international psychology. 
2. Sociology of science and the science-society contract 
one about contemporary knowledge itself, 
one observes how, during the latter decades of the twentieth century, philosophers and sociologists of science started 
noticing fundamental adjustments to the dominant mode of knowledge production  in particular, a growing spirit of 
intersectoral collaborativeness. Universities were being called on to contribute to national competitiveness while 
corporations, too, surveyed the academy for cutting-edge potentials. Against a backdrop of dwindling sponsorship of 
education by the state and, later, its shifting priorities at the conclusion of the Cold War, universities turned 
adopted a third, industry-driven mission  namely, societal development  that complemented the first two missions 
of teaching and research. Beginning in the United States, an academic revolution predicated on the capitalization of 
996, p. 8). At the revolutionary core lay new criteria for the legitimacy of science that had varied 
historically from neutrality to rationality to innovation (Hessels, Van Lente, & Smits, 2009). Over the centuries, 
society had for different reasons served  
-cultural value of improved understanding of the world or the 
, p. 388). The science-society contract 
had changed once again. 
A more critical reading of the emergence of the new mode of knowledge production would discern an 
epistemological stand-off between democratic representation and scientific credibility, creating a meeting point 
between, on the one hand, a neoliberal governmentality favourably disposed towards ongoing processes of 
monitoring and regulation, and science policy on the other (Maasen & Lieven, 2006). While public governance of 
science in the form of 
(Maasen & Lieven, 2006). Pestre (2003) would contend that the disposition of the new knowledge regime  
exemplified by such ideals as networking, mobility, adaptability, creativity and egalitarianism  was the outcome of 
hijacked by a managerialist outlook bent on appropriating them for its own ideological ends. Or, to quote 
(2002, p. 33) conclusion, the s
 
3. The discipline of psychology 
Another conceptual framework that aids an 
, that is, stems from disagreements about appropriate 
cognitive interests. In any particular discipline, it is when understandings about its legitimate cognitive interest  
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which can be either technical, practical or emancipatory  fail to coincide, or when it oversteps its limits, that 
e at times been 
directed at the purported incongruity of its scientistic predilections within investigative and applied contexts of 
undisputed cognitive interest and its repeated transgressions of its own metatheoretical confines  this has very 
much to do with its constitutional difficulties in demarcating its own subject matter. 
Dating back to the late nineteenth century, one of the most enduring controversies in psychology involves the 
individual has been its typical focus of attention. Apart from the contentious individual-society 
dualism that this choice of subject inspires, the precise aspect of individuality to be studied, has become so nebulous 
as to resemble either a dilettanteism of sorts or the fullest culmination of human disciplining yet. To name but a 
prominent few, sensation, perception, will, habits, consciousness, mind, brain physiology, the unconscious, 
behaviour, cognition, being, personality, attitudes, sociality, subjectivity, discourse and community have all been 
Kuhn (1962) in his original argument indicated that the social sciences (he mentioned psychology specifically) 
remained pre-paradigmatic in the sense that they were still characterised by the kinds of debates about fundamental 
individual meant that it would struggle to theorize social 
science. 
, moreover, of a genuine but oversimplified 
distinction between its pure and applied versions. Psychology could not have established itself so successfully 
discipline gained access to manifold corridors of power and secured thereby vital sources of patronage. But it 
price psychology must pay for the preservation of its scientific eminence. The discipline, that is, turns on a polarity 
 
4.  
It is worth 
been conducted; Dawes (1986) attempts an imaginative synthesis of research, 
present a six-point wish- -
reliance, (2) needs responsiveness, (3) cultural compatibility, (4) institutional feasibility, (5) economic suitability, 
 
 i.e. material  issues are 
at stake (Edwards, Ashmore, & Potter, 1995, p. 26). In the reckonings of mos
movement signified a postcolonial uprising against the material injustices of virulent racism, aggressive militarism, 
socio-economic backwardness, undemocratic politics and, in turns, American and Western cultural imperialism. It is 
the central argument of this paper, however, that all of the foregoing, despite expressing a realist bottom line, have 
to be set up rhetorically  about  the reality that 
should not 
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Good kind is difficult to spot because it tends to operate imperceptibly  rhetorically, that is  beneath a Bad kind 
closely associated with an ontological realism and a dogmatic anti-relativism. In short, the Bad kind states that bad 
things really do happen and that, if you so much as deny (i.e. relativise) this, then other bad things really will 
- pped the bad things 
from happening anyway. In fact, realist tropes that assume a pre-
 
- ersies about the 
relationship between materiality and discourse, it appears also on closer inspection to mirror widely circulated, one-
-
the ea -
dichotomy also raises troubling questions about agency and change (Burr, 1998)  standout terms in the vernacular 
vists, agency is purely a discursive effect enabled by occidental understandings of the self-
contained individual. Yet the deconstruction of these taken-for-granted categories and the associated valorisation of 
ctive action  and since  a noteworthy feature of discourse analysis is its 
declaration that the world can somehow be other than what it is (Willig, 1998), the relativist undertaking comes 
mb to what Parker (Parker, 
other hand, a critical realism more given to circumspection would facilitate an uninterrupted engagement with 
substantive   issues in the world wie es eigentlich gewesen.  
remain in perpetual lockdown, cross-examinations continue unabated, the construction of arguments and 
counterarguments persists, and the last word is judiciously deferred  give or take what relativists would expect. In 
the one corner is to be found a micro social constructionism, relativist in orientation and adopted by discursive 
psychologists; in the other, a macro social constructionism also relativist in outlook but favoured by critical realists. 
The former is concerned with the use of language in interpersonal contexts while the latter is more interested in 
practice, materiality, historicity and subjectivity (Willig, 2008). Since the realist-relativist dispute is essentially 
internally irreconcilable, there are only two ways of resolving it: one could either attempt to synthesize the two poles 
or reject the terms of reference outright. Wetherell and Potter (1992) opt for the first scenario by drawing together 
-
Burr, 2003), suggesting otherwise, observes that the realist-relativist bifurcation, like other dualisms, is 
representative of forms of analysis favoured in patriarchal societies. Psychotherapists no doubt will recognise in this 
on, Jackson, Haley, & 
Weakland, 1956). For the one confronted with it, recognition and acceptance of the inevitability of loss is 
must be made. 
5. Conclusion 
In sum in significant measure rhetorically: it consists of a series of 
value, or lack thereof, constructed 
in turn upon potentially disputable grounds. Towards this end, a plethora of authoritative sources is invoked, 
including standard appeals to history, posterity, the present, the public good, common sense, reputation, and so 
forth. Needless to say, all of the foregoing are tendentious concepts in their own rights  more importantly, 
 Consider, for instance, the 
case of South African psychology, where ology by 
705 Wahbie Long /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  84 ( 2013 )  701 – 705 
alleging the mental inferiority of black Africans and assuring thereby the credibility of policies of racial segregation. 
In ,  forever implicated in the exercise of power  remains 
intimately associated with a political discourse of cultural difference. The African Weltanschauung is described as 
being past- and present-oriented, encouraging harmonious relationships of all kinds, emphasizing the processual 
nature of personhood and presuming a sociocentric definition of self  all of which is counterposed strikingly to an 
equally monolithic Western tradition  and provides the intellectual justification for a new psychology. What is 
perpetuated, arguably, is precisely the kind of racialised thinking upon which the apartheid order was predicated. As 
regards professional practice,  loosely  
guarantees a measure of political currency, it seems likely that exciting possibilities will intersect with ideological 
configurations. 
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